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Abstract The purpose of this review is to highlight recent
advances toward the refinement of a three-dimensional struc-
ture for lipid-bound apolipoprotein A-I (apoA-I) on recom-
binant HDL. Recently, X-ray crystallography has yielded a
new structure for full-length, lipid-free apoA-I. Although this
approach has not yet been successful in solving the three-
dimensional structure of lipid-bound apoA-I, analysis of the
X-ray structures has been of immense help in the interpreta-
tion of structural data obtained from other methods that
yield structural information. Recent studies emphasize the
use of mass spectrometry to unambiguously identify cross-
linked peptides or to quantify solvent accessibility using
hydrogen-deuterium exchangefilfi The combination of mass
spectrometry, molecular modeling, molecular dynamic analy-
sis, and small-angle X-ray diffraction has provided additional
structural information on apoA-I folding that complements
previous approaches.—Thomas, M. J., S. Bhat, and M. G.
Sorci-Thomas. Three-dimensional models of HDL apoA-I:
implications for its assembly and function. J. Lipid Res. 2008.
49: 1875-1883.
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To understand the mechanism of HDL apolipoprotein
A-l (apoA-I) protection against the development of coro-
nary heart disease, recent investigations have focused on
apoA-I’s dual functions in promoting lipid efflux (1-4)
and its role in modulating immune cell activation (5-10).
Recent attention has now focused on elucidating the three-
dimensional conformation of apoA-I, the most abundant
protein constituent within the HDL particle, in response to
its acquisition of phospholipid and cholesterol to form
nascent lipoprotein particles.

ApoA-1 is a 28 kDa protein synthesized by the liver and
small intestine. It plays a key role in the formation, metab-
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olism, and catabolism of HDL, a plasma lipoprotein whose
levels are highly linked to protection against the develop-
ment of coronary artery disease, even in patients with very
low LDL cholesterol levels (11). Formation of plasma HDL
particles depends entirely on the initial lipidation of apoA-I
by ABCA1 (12-14). Dimers of lipid-free or lipid-poor apoA-I
acquire limited amounts of phospholipid and cholesterol
from the membrane-bound ABCA1 transporter to form one
of several classes of nascent HDL particles (15). Other classes
of nascent HDL particles formed from this interaction con-
tain more than two molecules of apoA-I per particle, with
increased amounts of phospholipid and cholesterol (16-18).
A second lipidation step essential for plasma HDL mat-
uration is the activation of the enzyme LCAT by lipid-bound
apoA-I. Activation of this enzyme results in the synthesis of
cholesteryl esters on nascent HDL (19), providing a hydro-
phobic core and transforming the small, lipid-poor particle
to a spherical lipid-rich HDL. Studies of human deficien-
cies have shown that if either ABCA1 or LCAT are inactive,
plasma concentrations of HDL apoA-I are very low, owing
to the rapid removal of the small lipid-poor HDL apoA-I
from circulation (20, 21). Thus, both of these two major
apoA-I lipidation steps are absolutely essential for the for-
mation of mature spherical plasma HDL and, to some ex-
tent, the functionality of the HDLs themselves (22—24).
ApoA-I has a primary structure of 243 amino acids, with
secondary structural motifs similar to those of other apo-
lipoproteins. The overall lipid-free solution structure has
been described as “molten globular,” (25) which suggests
a native-like secondary structure and a tertiary structure
that is less organized. In the molten globular state, the o-
helical regions usually remain intact, with B-sheets and
connecting regions disappearing or becoming less or-
dered. For these proteins, the hydrophobic regions face
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inward and the hydrophilic faces interact with the aqueous
environment. The a-helix is the primary secondary struc-
ture motif within lipid-free apoA-I. Early studies showed
that the first 43 residues of the N-terminal globular domain
are relatively disordered but does contain a G* amphipathic
a-helix from residues 8—33 (26). The amino acids that com-
prise approximately 80% of the protein, residues 44—243,
are composed of a series of 10 tandem, repeating units
with high amino acid conservation within repeats. Eight of
these repeats contain 22 amino acids, whereas two contain
11 amino acids. Helix-breaking amino acids such as proline
(27) separate seven out of the ten repeats. Several investiga-
tors have suggested that the frequency of these “breaks”
may impart flexibility to apoA-I, allowing it to bend around
the periphery of the spherical HDL particle (28, 29).

The description of apoA-I as molten globular is not
necessarily at odds with reports claiming that lipid-free
apoA-I contains two distinct unfolding domains, an N-
terminal (1-187) and a C-terminal (188-243), but suggests
that the amino acid side chains have not achieved the close
packing associated with the native state of the protein. Re-
cent studies by Brouillette et al. (30) have suggested that
the N-terminal region of apoA-I may have a more compact
structure than that originally proposed and implied that
the well-established propensity of apoA-I to oligomerize
(31) might explain how earlier studies achieved a molten
globular structure. Overall, the emerging view suggests that
molten globules represent a third thermodynamic state that
allows the protein to assume many different functions re-
quiring interaction with membrane lipids.

A unique feature of apoA-I is the asymmetric distribu-
tion of charged amino acids along the face of each 22
and 11 amino-acid a-helical repeat, designated the type
A amphipathic o-helix (32), that was first described by
Segrest et al. (33) in 1974. Each of the ten helical repeats
in apoA-I has one face enriched in hydrophobic amino
acids and the opposing face enriched in negatively charged
amino acids. The area between the hydrophilic and hydro-
phobic faces of the helix is enriched in positively charged
amino acids, usually lysine and arginine. It is generally ac-
cepted that the hydrophobic face of each amphipathic helix
interacts with the phospholipid acyl chains in HDL to en-
hance particle solvation. Whereas the negatively charged
hydrophilic face of each helix supports interaction with
the aqueous phase, the function of the highly conserved
positively charged amino acids remains speculative. It has
been suggested that in HDL, the positively charged residues
interact with the negatively charged phosphate of the phos-
pholipid head group (the “snorkel” hypothesis) (33, 34).
MacRaild, Howlett, and Gooley (35) have provided NMR
evidence that is consistent with the snorkel hypothesis for
apoC-II, an apoprotein containing amphipathic helices, in-
teracting with dodecylphosphocholine micelles.

LIPID-FREE CONFORMATION OF APOA-I

Studies employing analytical ultracentrifugation suggest
that in solution, lipid-free apoA-I is in equilibrium between
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two conformations: a loosely folded helical bundle and an
elongated helical structure, called an “elongated helical
hairpin” (36). The “elongated hairpin” model is consistent
with the total a-helix content that was estimated by circu-
lar dichroism, as well as with the X-ray analysis of similar
molecules and other physical biochemical parameters
(36—39). The first X-ray crystal structure of a lipid-free
apoA-I was obtained at 3.6 A resolution for a mutant form
of the protein, A43 apoA-I, which lacks the N-terminal G*
amino acid region. The analysis showed a saddle or horse-
shoe structure with the apoA-I molecules oriented anti-
parallel to one another (28). Two years later, the same
group reported a second crystal form of lipid-free A43
apoA-I. Although the structure was not solved, the space
group suggested that this second crystal form could ac-
commodate a four-helix bundle (40), as originally sug-
gested by Rogers et al. (36) and then later supported by
fluorescence resonance energy transfer (FRET) studies (30)
and also demonstrated for truncated lipid-free apoE (41).
Almost 10 years later, Ajees et al. (42) reported an X-ray
structure at 2.4 A for full-length lipid-free apoA-I show-
ing that the principal motif for amino acids 1 to 187, the
N-terminal domain, was indeed a four-helix bundle. A
study conducted by Brouillette et al. (30) also showed that
the N-terminal domain was a compact structure and that
the remaining C-terminal residues were part of a separate
domain, which is important for lipid binding (43, 44). Ren
etal. (45) and Davidson et al. (46), using a variety of tech-
niques, provided further evidence that the N-terminus of
lipid-free apoA-I exists in a compact bundle. However,
these studies did not rule out the possibility that the com-
pact bundle was in equilibrium with an “elongated helical
hairpin,” because the separation between donor and ac-
ceptor probes greatly exceeded the distance for efficient
FRET analysis in the N-(iodoacetyl)’-(5-sulfo-1-naphthyl)
ethylenediamine (AEDANS)-tryptophan system (30).
Chemical cross-linking/mass spectrometry (CCL/MS)
combined with homology modeling has provided addi-
tional information on the structure of lipid-free apoA-I
(47). Like the X-ray analysis by Ajees et al. (42), this study
also suggested that lipid-free apoA-I contains a four-helix
bundle as its principal motif. However, the in-solution con-
formation obtained from CCL/MS appears to be more
flexible and less organized than the crystal structure, but
agrees with studies suggesting that most of the organized,
o-helical character was located in the first four repeats
(36, 48). The greatest differences between the solution
structure proposed by Silva et al. (47) and the X-ray crys-
tal structure of Ajees et al. (42) were located in the N- and
C-terminal regions, roughly amino acids 1-24 and 181-243.
Recent electron paramagnetic resonance spectroscopy
studies of lipid-free apoA-I support the idea that the confor-
mation in the N-terminal region (49, 50) differs from that
in the crystal structure as well as that deduced from CCL/
MS. An in-depth discussion by Davidson and Thompson
(50) suggests that the crystal structure of fulllength apoA-I
does not appear to accurately accommodate many physi-
cal biochemical measurements, like a-helical content (51,
52), which has been accommodated in earlier models of
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lipid-free apoA-I (36). Brouillette et al. (30) used FRET to
study the spatial relationships between tryptophan at resi-
due position 50 with AEDANS labels attached to cysteines
engineered at positions 83 and 173. The proposed struc-
ture was more compact than that reported from the X-ray
crystallography of apoA-I, and the calculated separations
appear shorter than those in the structure reported by
Ajees et al. (42), as well as those deduced from chemical
cross-linking by Silva et al (47).

To summarize, several analyses of full-length lipid-free
apoA-I suggest that there are distinct structure domains:
the N-terminal region comprising amino acids 1 through
187 and the C-terminal region including amino acids 188
through 243. However, differences in lipid-free apoA-I crys-
tal structures clearly imply that apoA-I is a highly dynamic
and flexible molecule (25) whose conformation may be al-
tered through processes like crystallization. As the X-ray
analysis of A43 apoA-I rekindled interest in the structure
of lipid-bound apoA-I, the crystal structure of native full-
length lipid-free apoA-I and the Brouillette et al. model
have provided a sound framework for future studies.

LIPID-BOUND CONFORMATION OF APOA-I: HELIX
REGISTRY OF TWO APOA-I MONOMERS ON
RECOMBINANT HDL

Previous investigations have raised some interesting
and at times contradictory concepts relating to the func-
tionality of the various domains within apoA-I. Studies
have shown that removal of the N-terminal region causes
the protein to fold in alternative conformation(s) that af-
fects its overall stability (53), whereas other studies show
that removal of this region alters the protein’s ability to
bind lipid (54). Even simple mutations in the N-terminal
region, such as G26R, have been shown to cause decreased
lipid binding capability (55). The C-terminal domain (heli-
ces 8 through 10) appears to promote “self-association” of
apoA-I with itself (56-58) as well as to lipid (44, 53).
Although helices 1 and 10 have the greatest lipid binding
affinity (59), their removal still leaves a protein that readily
associates with phospholipid (60).

Because the lipid-bound form of apoA-I possesses so
many unique and important biological functions, many
groups have focused on solving its conformation using
recombinant HDL (rHDL) particles reconstituted with
POPC. Some of the first reports published in support of
the “horseshoe-shaped” structure implied by the A43
apoA-I crystal structure (42) coined the term “belt” model
to describe the two antiparallel monomers of apoA-I
wrapped around a bilayer of phospholipids (61, 62), with
the hydrophobic face of the amphipathic a-helix in close
contact with the fatty acid acyl chains (63). Other studies
using rHDL and employing FRET also confirmed the A43
apoA-I crystal structure by showing that repeat 5 (121-142)
of one molecule of apoA-I lies adjacent to repeat 5 of the
second monomer, repeat 5’ (64—66). Both FRET and fluo-
rescence lifetime measurements (67) showed that two
molecules of apoA-I bound to either rHDL or spherical

HDL could exist in a variable helix-to-helix registry cen-
tered on helix 5, as opposed to a fixed helix registry implied
by the X-ray crystal structure of A43 apoA-I (28).

Salt bridges formed between two adjacent apoA-I mole-
cules are thought to contribute to significant stabilization
of the lipid-bound conformation (59, 61), although conclu-
sive experimental evidence proving this concept remains
elusive. The possibility that the individual monomers un-
dergo large shifts in their registry was excluded by fluo-
rescence lifetime measurements (67), but smaller shifts
reported in this study reinforce the concept of lipid-bound
apoA-I as a dynamic protein, i.e., helix 5 in one apoA-I mole-
cule can interact with both helix 4 or helix 5 in the second
molecule of apoA-I (67). The dynamic nature of apoA-I was
also shown using nitroxide spin labels. In this important
study, helices 5, 6, and 7 (residues 121-186) were shown to
exhibit significant differences in their exposure to lipid and
were thus highly dynamic (68). The authors concluded that
a central “hinge” domain responds to particle diameter or
lipid content by folding or unfolding, in agreement with later
studies demonstrating the flexibility within this domain (69).

REFINEMENT OF THE LIPID-BOUND APOA-I
MODEL: ROLE OF THE N- AND C-TERMINAL ENDS

Recently a battery of molecular tools have been used
to refine the conformation of apoA-I on rHDL, including
CCL/MS, spin labeling, and hydrogen-deuterium ex-
change (H/DX). In 2003, Davidson and Hilliard were the
first to report the use of CCL/MS to describe the lipid-
bound conformation of apoA-I on 96 A POPC rHDL. They
suggested that their results were more consistent with a
“double belt,” or a “helical hairpin,” rather than the “Z-
belt” conformation (70). In 2005, a subsequent CCL/MS
study by Silva et al. (71) employing MS/MS sequencing re-
fined their earlier results and allowed them to definitely
exclude the Z-belt conformation and hairpin (72). They
also concluded that apoA-I had similar “belt” configura-
tions on both 96 A and 80 A diameter POPC rHDL and
could exist in two major helix registries, a helix 5-5 and
a helix 5-2 registry (72). Concurrently in 2005, Bhat et al.
(73) described the lipid-bound conformation of apoA-I on
96 A diameter POPC rHDL using CCL/MS. Only cross-
linked peptides whose identity was verified using MS/MS
were used to develop the proposed structures. The conclu-
sions from Bhat et al. (73) were generally consistent with
those of Silva et al. (71); however, there were important
differences between the two studies. Bhat et al. (73) discov-
ered that two distinct cross-linked dimers of apoA-I could
be separated by their differential migration on 12% SDS-
PAGE. They then demonstrated that these two dimers cor-
responded to distinct intermolecular cross-links involving
either the N-terminus or the central region of the protein
(73). With this information, and the structural constraints
imposed by intra- and intermolecular cross-links, N- and
C-terminal folds were hypothesized to form and interact
with each other, forming a “buckle” (73, 74). The “belt-
buckle” model is illustrated in Fig. 1, middle panel. Con-
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Fig. 1. Three-dimensional models for two apoA-I molecules bound to ~96 A diameter POPC rHDL. Two views of lipidated apoA-I on re-
combinant HDL with the upper views illustrating an “on edge” view of the parallel strands of apoA-I for each model, whereas the second or
lower view represents the top-down view. Phospholipid molecules have been left out of the figures for better visualization of protein con-
formation. Diameters, measured from the center of the helical strands, are given for each of the three-dimensional figures. Left: “Solar-
flares” model showing the conformation for two apoA-I molecules bound to ~104 A diameter rHDL containing one hundred molecules of
POPC to one fulllength apoA-I molecule (75). The “solar-flares” name comes from the regions of apoA-I that are more solvent accessible.
They are shown as flaring out into solution and correspond to amino acids 159-178. This model shows the N-terminal end extending into
solvent away from the lipid, and the hydrophobic C-terminal helix 10 interacts with the 1-43 amino acid region also not associated with
lipid (75). Coordinates were downloaded from the Protein Model Data Base, code PM0074956. Middle: “Belt-buckle” model showing the
conformation for two apoA-I molecules bound to a 96 A diameter rHDL containing seventy-five POPC molecules to one full-length apoA-I
molecule (74). The N- and C-terminal ends are also closely associated, but in this model, fold back onto the central region of the apoA-I
belt. In this way, the globular N-terminal domain of each apoA-I molecule folds or loops back onto itself, maximizing interaction with the
C-terminal highly hydrophobic domain of apoA-I, functioning to adjust the “belt” in order to accommodate different amounts of phos-
pholipids and cholesterol. Right: “Twisted-belt” model derived from molecular dynamic simulations of two apoA-I molecules bound to a
100 A by 83 A ellipsoidal rHDL containing eighty molecules of POPC to one truncated A40 apoA-I molecule (92). There is considerable
agreement among these three three-dimensional models of lipid-bound apoA-I on rHDL. All models suggest that the central region of lipid-
bound apoA-I assumes an antiparallel double belt with amphipathic helix 5 on each apoA-I strand situated adjacent to the same region of
the second molecule of apoA-I. Differences between the models appear to involve the interaction of the N- and C-terminal regions of the
two monomers.

tinued investigation by Bhat et al. (74) showed that 80 A
diameter POPC rHDL also assumed a conformation simi-

accessibility of different regions. The “double belt” model
(61), along with H/DX data, was used as the basis for

lar to that found for the 96 A diameter rHDL, except that
the N- and C-terminal ends appeared to be further folded
back onto the “belt,” suggesting that both belt and hair-
pin conformations may contribute to the lipid-bound con-
formation of apoA-I (64, 65). It has been hypothesized
that the N- and C-terminal folds function enable the pro-
tein to organize and solubilze different amounts of phos-
pholipid as well as to increase the number of apoA-I
monomers or other apoproteins as an HDL particle is
metabolized in plasma.

Wu et al. (75) used MS in which H/DX was employed
to study the conformation of lipid-free and lipid-bound
apoA-I on ~104 A POPC rHDL. They measured deu-
terium incorporation on 48 pairs of peptic peptides across
the entire sequence of apoA-I to determine the solvent

1878 Journal of Lipid Research Volume 49, 2008

computational modeling of apoA-I on rHDL. Additional
constraints included particle size and composition, as well
as selected information from CCL/MS studies (70, 73).
Calculations involving over 2,500 energy-minimization
steps gave the “solar flares” model shown in Fig. 1, left
panel. This model was in agreement with other models
for apoA-I bound to POPC rHDL, because it was based
on a “belt” of two apoA-I molecules in which helix 5 in
one molecule was in registry with helix 5 of a second
apoA-I molecule. However, in contrast to the “belt-buckle”
model, the “solar flares” model predicts that the N-termini
of two apoA-I molecules form a symmetric, globular do-
main, with amino acids 14-18 of each of the two mole-
cules in close association. In this model, the C-termini of
both apoA-I molecules interact with each other, and the
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hydrophobic, distal C-terminal residues of helix 10, amino
acids 236—243, are exposed to the solvent. As reported by
Wu et al. (75), refinements to the “solar-flares” model using
secondary structural CCL/MS constraints from either the
“hairpin model” (71) or the “N-terminal hairpin” model
(a.k.a. “belt-buckle” model) (73) did not improve the qual-
ity of the model. This model has been the subject of addi-
tional scrutiny using dynamic simulations (76).

Interestingly, the “solar flares” model derives its name
from the amino acids, residues 159-178 (portions of he-
lices 6 and 7), that protrude from the edge of the disc.
These loops are the proposed LCAT binding site because
this region displayed reduced deuterium exchange when
LCAT was present (75). Studies employing a variety of tech-
niques have suggested that the region corresponding to
helices 6 and 7 is involved in binding LCAT and its acti-
vation (20, 77, 78). A unique aspect of helices 5, 6, and
7 relates to the position-specific conservation of charged
amino acids (79, 80) that have been suggested to either
interact directly with LCAT or to participate in intrahelical
salt bridges that form the local conformation(s) necessary
for interaction and activation of LCAT. The concept of an
“intramolecular hairpin” for a central region within lipid-
bound apoA-I was actually suggested to lie within helices
5, 6, and 7 (amino acids 130—174) prior to the report
by Wu et al. (68). Later, Martin et al. (37) reported a loop
region located between amino acids 133 and 146 (portions
of helices 5 and 6) using spin coupling between nitroxide
spin probes to assess positional relationships. The conclu-
sions of Martin et al. (37) were supported by FRET analysis
using a series of apoA-I variants with cysteines engineered
into the loop region. In contrast to the structural require-
ments demonstrated for LCAT activation associated with
the central region of apoA-I involving residues 159-178,
lipidation of apoA-I by ABCAI requires interaction with
the C-terminal end of apoA-I, residues 220-231 (51, 52),
allowing more-complex interactions between apoA-I and
ABCALI in forming nascent HDL (81, 82).

METHIONINE OXIDATION ALTERS N- AND C-
TERMINI OF LIPID-FREE AND LIPID-BOUND APOA-I

Differences in the degree of N- and C-terminal solvent
exposure predicted by the different models can be ana-
lyzed with respect to results from limited proteolysis of
apoA-I bound to rHDL. If parts of apoA-I have consider-
able solvent exposure, then these regions should be highly
susceptible to proteolysis. Lins et al. (83), employing tryp-
sin, proteinase K, and pronase treatment, reported limited
proteolysis of the N-terminus at amino acids 43, 45, 47, or
48 and 65 for 1,2-dimyristoyl-sn-glycerol-3-phosphocholine
(DMPC)-apoA-I rHDL complexes. In the same year, Dalton
and Swaney (84) reported that apoA-I on POPC rHDL was
subject to proteolysis at amino acids around 208, 103, and
92—-94 when treated with trypsin, V8, and elastase. Two other
studies on lipid-free and lipid-bound apoA-I on POPC rHDL
using trypsin or chymotrypsin reported that a predominant
cleavage site was located at Y;g9o (85, 86). However, another

study employing chymotrypsin and Vg reported that the
principal cut site, at Y199, was found mainly in lipid-free
apoA-I, whereas only the methionine-oxidized lipid-bound
apoA-I showed any significant cleavage at Y;go, as well as
at numerous other sites (87). In this study, the peptides
formed in greatest yield from unoxidized lipidated apoA-I
were from proteolysis at Eggs, L4, and Es4. Oxidation of
two methionines substantially altered the proteolytic pro-
file, with the major cut site disappearing and new sites ap-
pearing (87). These findings suggest that oxidation of two
of the three methionines within apoA-I causes a dramatic
change in the conformation of the lipid-bound protein,
with the N-terminal region becoming much more sol-
vent exposed than in its native, unoxidized form (87).
Recently Brock et al. (88) reported that the methionine
sulfoxide content of apoA-I was more abundant in the HDL
of patients with type-1 diabetes, a disease for which cardio-
vascular events are a more significant complication, than in
control patients.

DYNAMIC SIMULATIONS

Molecular dynamics simulations of apoA-I bound to
rHDL have recently provided valuable new insight into
how the conformation of apoA-I is influenced ratio of
phospholipid to apoprotein within the particle. These stud-
ies directly address the question of how lipid-poor apoA-I
structure adapts to increased phospholipid content, e.g.,
as apoA-I is lipidated by ABCA1 (89-93). Using a mutant
form of apoA-I lacking the N-terminal amino acids 1-40,
Catte et al. (92) reported an extensive in silico investiga-
tion of the relationship between the lipid-to-apoA-I molar
ratio and apoA-I conformation. These simulations showed
that at low lipid-to-protein ratios, e.g., at POPC-to-apoA-I
molar ratios of 50:1 and 25:1, the conformation assumed
by both the lipid bilayer and protein was a “twisted belt.”
The “twist” gradually relaxed as the molar ratio of POPC
to apoA-I increased. At an 80 to 1 molar ratio of POPC to
apoA-I, the conformation of apoA-I was nearly a “double
belt” as shown in Fig. 1, right structure. The concept of a
“twisted bilayer” has also been proposed and supported by
studies of lipid-bound apoE through the use of small-angle
X-ray scattering (SAXS) and limited proteolysis combined
with mass spectrometry (94). A double belt conformation
was also reported in an in silico study by Shih et al. (93)
using 1,2-dipalmitoyl-sn-glycerol-3-phosphocholine (DPPC)
and apoA-I lacking N-terminal amino acids 1-54 or 1-65 at
a ratio of DPPC to apoA-I of 80:1. They substantiated their
findings by preparing rHDL with DPPC (or DMPC) and trun-
cated apoA-I lacking residues 1-54. Experimental SAXS
measurements were similar to the theoretically calculated
values and gave diameters in the range of 102 A to 103 A (93).

Recently, the “solar flare” HDL model was subjected to
a rigorous test by Shih, Sligar, and Schulten (76) using
molecular dynamics simulations. After a 10 ns all-atom
simulation, both “flares” rapidly collapsed onto the main
body of the HDL particle, and the N-terminal globular
region was unstable, as evidenced by excessive mobility.
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Using a coarse-grained simulation without the first 1-43
residues gave a structure with a 45 A gap between the N
and C-termini of the protein strands. In response, the lipid
in the gap formed a micelle-like structure to shield the
hydrophobic lipid tails from the solvent (76).

SPHERICAL HDL

The majority of plasma HDL is derived from two major
steps involving the lipidation of apoA-I. First, ABCAI adds
phospholipid and cholesterol, producing small, lipid
apoA-I-containing particles. In plasma, these particles are
modified by LCAT to generate cholesteryl ester-rich parti-
cles that are larger and more spherical. Most of the effort
to define lipidated apoA-I structure has been directed
at studying rHDL that can be reproducibly prepared in
homogenous size and composition. Circulating HDLs are
spherical and, as Borhani et al. (28) have suggested, apoA-I
floats on the surface monolayer of the particle, with the
hydrophobic faces of each helix penetrating past the polar
head groups to interact with the fatty acid acyl chains (34,
95). Jonas et al. (96) reported that the o-helix content,
tryptophan fluorescence, and antibody binding of apoA-I
on 93 A POPC spheres were similar to those of 96 A POPC
discs and suggested that the secondary structure of apoA-I
was similar on both discs and spheres. FRET measurements
of apoA-I-labeled rHDL spheres prepared by the action of
LCAT on apoA-I-labeled POPC rHDL discs showed that
the labeled helical repeats were farther apart in the rHDL
spheres than in the rHDL discs (67). In plasma, mature
HDLs carry three to four apoA-I molecules, and the LCAT-
transformed rHDL spheres studied by Li et al. (67) were
shown to carry three molecules of apoA-I. The increased
number of apoA-I molecules carried by each rHDL showed
that the labeled residues were farther apart, but assignment
of specific distance relationships between the labels was
not possible (67). Recently, the spherical particle composed

of two apoA-Is, 56 POPC and 16 cholesteryl oleate core, has
been the subject of theoretical analysis. These studies sug-
gest a shape that resembles a prolate ellipsoid (91), not
unlike the smaller HDL particles, but also indicate that the
cholesterol moiety of the cholesteryl oleate core is in contact
with apoA-I and may contribute to the stabilization and reg-
ulation of the structure and function of the particle.

CONCLUSIONS

In conclusion, there is considerable agreement among
the various models of apoA-I on POPC rHDL presented
in this review and shown in Fig. 1. Taken together, these
models predict that the central region of lipid-bound
apoA-I assumes an antiparallel “double belt” with a helix
5 to b registry, i.e., central amphipathic helices on each
apoA-I strand are situated adjacent to one another. The
results of Wu et al. (75) and Martin et al. (37) suggest that
the two apoA-I chains do not wrap around the lipid parti-
cle to give a smooth belt, but that there may be additional
protein structure important for LCAT activation and re-
verse cholesterol transport. Both Wu et al. (75) and Bhat
etal. (73, 74) suggest that the C-terminal end is somewhat
folded back onto the central region or belt. However, the
principal debate or difference between the models centers
on ascertaining the conformation assumed by the N- and
C-terminal ends. Wu et al. (75) suggest that the N-terminal
end is relatively disordered, whereas Bhat et al. (73, 74)
have suggested that both the N- and C-termini are rela-
tively ordered and interact with the central part of the
apoA-I molecule. All of the models suggest that the N-
and C-terminal ends come in close contact with one another.
For smaller particles with diameters of ~80 A, crosslinking
suggests that there is increased interaction between the N
terminus and the central region of the belt. Because the
results from CCL/MS yield only a time-averaged confor-
mation, these measurements suggest that the N-terminal

Fig. 2. Three-dimensional model for two apoA-I molecules with a “belt-buckle” conformation and a flexible
N-terminal end. Left: The protein component of the “belt-buckle” model for a ~96 A diameter rHDL par-
ticle with two molecules of apoA-I. Right: The same model, but with the N-terminal end of one apoA-I
molecule, residues 1-49, folded over onto the N-terminal end of the second apoA-I molecule. Residues 1-49

are colored red for clarity.
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end spends a significant amount of time close to the “belt,”
but do not rule out appreciable mobility for the N-terminus
that would allow this region to extend into solution and to
possibly overlap with its own C-terminus. Because CCL/MS
only provides a snapshot of the protein’s conformation
at the time the covalent bonds are formed, the N- and C-
terminal folds may exist transiently, as represented by the
“belt-buckle” model shown in Fig. 2, left panel, or interact
with the N-termini from the second apoA-I molecule, as
shown in Fig. 2, right panel. In both models, the N-terminal
ends of the two apoA-I molecules are folded and interact
with other parts of the molecule. Functionally, it is hypothe-
sized that these models exist in equilibrium and enable the
lipid-bound protein to adjust to increasing amounts of phos-
pholipid and cholesterol from ABCAI, or as the particle
becomes spherical, from the action of LCAT. Recent stud-
ies suggest that combining experimentally derived struc-
tural data with rigorous tests using molecular dynamics
simulations may provide the most accurate models of pro-
tein conformation. Future studies will most likely concen-
trate on refining the conformation of the N- and C-terminal
ends of apoA-I bound to rHDL and on determining whether
the conformation(s) of apoA-I on nascent HDL lipidated by
ABCAL1 is the same as that reported for apoA-I on reconsti-
tuted HDL discs prepared by sodium cholate dialysis. B}

The authors gratefully acknowledge Drs. Sean Davidson, Stan
Hazen, Jere Segrest, Michael Oda, and John Voss for providing
the coordinates of their respective molecular models.
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